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Abstract 
Standardization is a very complex process in which many different factors 
need to be mediated and harmonized in order to create tools based on the 
consensus of the parties involved: standards are the result of a negotiation 
process where different perspectives and approaches compete, in a domain 
populated by different stakeholders. As such, they may well be qualified as 
social constructions. However, the widespread technocratic attitude tends to 
hide  their  very  human  nature,  overstressing  the  technical  aspects  and 
presenting them as neutral instruments to get to some objectives. Archival 
standards are based on consensus, but the level and quality of such consensus 
is rarely investigated: as a matter of fact, the creation of international archival 
standards  has  been  committed  to  groups  of  people  representing  a  well-
identifiable  geographical  and  cultural  portion  of  the  whole  world; 
nonetheless,  they are  assumed to serve archival  communities  all  over  the 
world. Moreover, standardization may be seen as a process of codification of 
professional knowledge—as such, it is a biased and historically determined 
process. The language, the interpretation of objects and actions, the nature of 
professional functions, the definitions of terms and concepts: all  standards 
rely on these ever-changing factors. Last but not least, digital memory relies 
on  the  use  of  technical  standards  in  order  to  be  managed,  accessed  and 
preserved; therefore, it is fundamental to investigate the nature of technical  
standards  along with their  biases,  in  order  to  understand how they affect 
digital  memory  and  its  representation,  since  memory  is  malleable, 
continuously reinterpreted and represented on the basis of the cultural milieu 
and  available  tools.  We  cannot  escape  unneutrality  but  we  can  raise 
awareness of the discretional factors affecting digital memory if we really 
want to serve our role of professional mediators between objects and users.
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Standardization is a very complex process in which many different factors 
need to be mediated and harmonized in order to create tools based on the 
consensus of the parties involved. According to the model provided by some 
authors (van de Kaa et al. 2007), the emergence of standards is determined 
by many factors that can be grouped under five categories: superior design,  
mechanisms,  stakeholders,  dominant  agent,  and  strategy.  Such  categories 
mostly relate to  social dynamics – to use an umbrella word – whereas the 
technological component is just one of those categories, often not at all the 
crucial  one.  The  best  does  not  always  win,  to  put  it  short:  the  most 
technically advanced solution does not necessarily become the dominant one. 
Standards are the result of a negotiation process where different perspectives 
and approaches compete, in a domain populated by uncertainty, chance and 
human  behavior.  As  such,  standards  may  well  be  qualified  as  social 
constructions. However, the widespread technocratic attitude tends to hide 
the very human nature of standards, overstressing the technical aspects and 
presenting them as neutral tools to get to some objectives. Archival standards 
– like all standards – are based on consensus but the level and quality of such  
consensus  is  rarely  investigated:  as  a  matter  of  fact,  the  creation  of  
international  archival  standards  has  been  committed  to  groups  of  people 
representing  a  well-identifiable  geographical  and  cultural  portion  of  the 
whole world; nonetheless, they are called international, and assumed to serve 
archival communities all over the world.
The International Council on Archives (ICA) is the largest international, non-
governmental  organization  devoted  to  the  advocacy  and  promotion  of 
archives and archive professionals all over the world. In pursuing its mission, 
ICA has developed and issued a set of standards aimed at promoting best  
practices, enhancing profession and sharing knowledge. The first one to be 
issued,  and  the  most  famous  one,  is  ISAD(G),  the  general  international 
standard  for  archival  description.  The  structure  of  this  document  is  very 
simple, since it is a set of twenty-six rules for archival description, where 
each rule consists of: 
 the name of the element of description governed by the rule;
 the  statement  of  the  purpose  of  incorporating  the  element  in  a 
description;
 the statement of the general rule applicable to the element; and
 some examples in different languages illustrating the implementation 
of the rule.
In particular, the examples are a fundamental, structural component of the 
standard:  they  are  systematically  associated  to  each  rule,  and  they  are  
supposed to serve as a model for diverse communities all over the world. The 
description rules in ISAD(G) have quite a theoretical nature, so they can be 
interpreted in different ways in different countries and communities, while 
the examples deal with the real thing and illustrate real cases, so they affect  
the interpretation of the rules significantly, even though they are supposed to 
be  explicative,  not  prescriptive.  A closer  look  shows  that  they  present  a 
peculiarity. In fact, the Italian examples provided throughout the document 
refer to either the State Archives in Florence or the regional branch of a small  
non-governmental  organization  (with  the  exception  of  one  short  example 
related to the Archival Superintendency in Tuscany), while one would expect 
to  find  examples  related  to  the  National  Archives,  just  like  in  the  other 
countries’  examples.  This is  not  an issue from an archival  point  of  view, 
because  description  rules  are  the  same,  whatever  the  repository  and  the 
fonds.  However,  it  is  indeed  a  peculiar  choice  when  compared  to  the 
examples  coming from the other countries,  so a further investigation was 
undertaken: all the examples have been listed, associated to the country of  
reference, and counted. The results are worth some reflection (see Table 1).
The examples provided in the body of text are 218 in total, and they refer to 6 
countries only. Their distribution shows the geo-political bias embedded in 
the  standard:  41% of  the  examples  refers  to  Northern  America  (Canada,  
USA) and 55% to English-speaking countries (Canada, USA, Australia). The 
remaining 45% is taken by France for a solid 20%, Italy (16%) and Brazil 
(8%), plus a single example not associated to any country (see Figure 1).  
That  is  all.  Not  a  great  performance  for  an  international  standard  that  is 
supposed to be adopted worldwide.
Table 1. ISAD: distribution of the examples (list)
Canada USA Australia France Italy Brazil Unidentified
National Archives 
of Canada  (1)
NARA  (28) National 
Archives of 
Australia  (14)
Direction des archives de France  (14) Archivio di 
Stato di Firenze 
(19)
Arquivo 
Nacional  (18)
(1)
York University 
Archives  (21)
Minnesota 
Historical 
Society  (27)
National 
Library of 
Australia  (17)
Centre historique des archives nationales 
(12)
Istituto storico 
della Resistenza 
in Toscana  
(14)
University of 
North Carolina  
(10)
Centre des archives contemporaines  (1) Sovrintendenza 
archivistica per 
la Toscana  (1)
University of 
California  (1)
Service des archives du ministère de la 
Justice  (1)
Emory 
University  (2)
Archives communales de Nantes  (1)
Archives départmentales de la Mayenne  
(4)
Archives départementales de la Savoie  (1)
Archives départementales de Paris  (1)
Archives département. d’Ille-et-Vilaine  (4)
Archives départementales du Jura  (1)
Archives départementales de l’Essonne (1)
Archives départementales de la Marne  (1)
Archives départem. de la Seine-et-Marne  
(1)
Archives départementales de l’Ain  (1)
Total:  22 Total:  68 Total:  31 Total:  44 Total:  34 Total:  18 Total:  1

Canada; 10%
USA; 31%
Australia; 14%
France; 20%
Italy; 16%
Brazil; 8%No country; 0%
Figure 1. ISAD: distribution of the examples (pie chart)
ISAD also provides an appendix with a list of full examples, that is, a list of  
complete descriptions of archival units (as opposed to the examples in the 
body of text, which focus on the specific rule they are meant to illustrate).  
The situation does not get any better (see Table 2).
Table 2. ISAD: distribution of the full examples (list)
Canada USA Australia France Italy Brazil
National Archives 
of Canada  (1)
NARA (3) National 
Library of 
Australia (2)
Direction des 
archives de 
France (1)
Istituto storico 
della Resistenza 
in Toscana (1)
Arquivo 
Nacional 
(1)
York University 
Archives  (1)
Archivio di Stato 
di Firenze (1)
Victoria 
University. Pratt 
Library (1)
Total:  3 Total:  3 Total:  2 Total:  1 Total:  2 Total:  1
The full examples are 12 in total and they still refer to 6 countries only. The 
power ratio is even more meaningful: Northern America plus Australia get  
the two thirds of the pie (67%), and the rest is left to Italy, Brazil and France  
(see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. ISAD: distribution of the full examples (pie chart)
In addition to the quantitative analysis, such data provides matter for some 
qualitative  considerations.  A  remarkable  feature  is  that  nearly  all  the 
Canadian  examples  are  based  on  archival  materials  held  by  the  York 
University Archives, which was the place of work of one of the Canadian 
members of the committee that wrote the standard. On the one hand, archives 
are archives whatever their repository, so this is not a relevant aspect. On the 
other hand, it is surprising to see how very specific, personal circumstances 
affect the content of a standard, to the point that they are embedded into it. 
On the one hand, it is quite natural, rather, appropriate to rely on the work 
experience of those contributing the elaboration of a standard, because the 
deep knowledge of certain real cases ensures that the examples are properly 
designed and fit well the standard, so enhancing its overall quality. On the 
other hand, personal experiences are supposed to be mediated by and diluted 
through  the  standardization  process,  which  should  be  the  place  where 
different,  often  competing  forces  and  attitudes  find  an  equilibrium. 
Therefore,  it  is  not  strange to read examples coming from local,  possibly 
peculiar realities—it is strange not to find a balance, and discover that nearly 
all the examples come from the same local institution. 
The Italian examples  show a similar  remarkable feature:  they all  refer  to 
archival institutions in Tuscany, the same region and the same institutions 
where the Italian member of the committee had been working for a long 
time.  Definitely,  this  raises  up  the  question:  to  what  extent  personal 
experience  and  discretional  choices  should  inform  an  archival  standard? 
Knowledge and experience are biased, and so are standards, therefore this 
may  seem an  idle  question.  In  fact,  the  point  is  not  to  reject  individual 
contributions—rather, diversity is a determining factor for the quality of a 
standard. The point is to understand that archival standards should be built on 
such diversity, so the real issue is not to limit the discretional choices, but 
rather to provide enough space for them, so that a balance can be found and 
no  single  voice  prevails—after  all,  some  byzantine  procedures  of  the 
standardization process aim at this objective. Going back to ISAD(G), the 
question is  whether the examples provided by some countries represent  a 
community  at  large.  In  particular,  Italy  –  unlike  the  other  countries 
represented in the standard – is  the only country with no examples taken 
from  the  National  Archives,  so  one  may  legitimately  wonder  whether  a 
balance has been sought between the representative role and the personal 
desiderata of those drafting the standard. 
The Canadian examples  show another  remarkable  feature:  they are  all  in 
English, even though Canada is formally a bilingual country. It is true that 
the standard provides examples in French, but these are related to French 
repositories, that is, they come from the French member of the committee. 
Language is a fundamental element of identity:  the fact that all  Canadian 
examples are in English is not neutral at all, and one may ask what is left of  
the French identity of Canadian archivists, why they are not represented at 
all. The choice of the examples is not just a technical issue: standards embed 
values. Therefore, representing Canada only through English language is a 
meaningful element. “In addition to being an intellectual and technological 
undertaking, the development of a standard is also a political exercise; it is a 
community-defining  and  -building  activity”  (Pitti  1997:  269).  Under  this 
light, it is easy to see how different a choice has been made for the French 
examples:  these  are  all  related  to  both  the  National  Archives  and  many 
departmental archives. It is by all means an inclusive choice, since it conveys 
the idea of diversity and may be read as an attempt to cover a broad territory, 
moving outward from the center. We should wonder what the impact of such 
different choices is on the archival communities, rather, how they support the 
community-building process.
In brief, the qualitative analysis confirms that neutrality is at stake: ISAD(G) 
is  affected  by  discretionary,  personal  choices,  perhaps  related  more  to 
specific circumstances rather than to scientific reasons. 
The  analysis  of  ISAAR(CPF),  the  international  standard  for  archival 
authority records issued by the International Council on Archives, does not 
lead to a significantly different picture (see Table 3). Compared to ISAD(G), 
more countries are represented indeed  there are 11 instead of 6  for a total 
of  91  examples.  However,  the  new countries  (Sweden,  Spain,  Germany, 
United Kingdom, Mexico) are all European, except for Mexico. The result is 
that the geo-political areas represented in the examples are nearly the same as 
in ISAD(G), even though in ISAAR(CPF) countries’ quotas are distributed 
very differently: 4% of the examples refers to Northern America (Canada, 
USA) and 27% to English-speaking countries (Canada, USA, Australia, UK). 
The remaining 73% is taken by Spain for a solid 27%, France (14%), Italy  
(13%), Brazil (10%) and Germany (7%), plus a small quota for Sweden and 
Mexico  (see  Figure  3).  ISAAR(CPF)  shows  indeed  a  more  active 
participation from European countries,  with a substantial  reduction of  the 
intervention from Canada and USA.
 
